
Promoting Critical Thinking 
through Youth Work
Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, we were living in a 
post-truth world. Worldviews are shaped more and more 
by emotions and beliefs, while facts are put aside. Logical 
fallacies and mental biases dominate personal and public 
space, swamping it with weak reasoning, appeals to 
emotion and conspiracy theories. This toxic space makes it 
difficult for youth to make sense of the world and find their 
place in it. Youth with fewer opportunities are especially 
vulnerable to conspiracy theories and violent extremism 
that can emerge from them.
 
How can youth workers and young people help? 

Check your biases and fallacies
Biases are unconscious errors in thinking that arise from 
problems related to memory, attention, and other mental 
mistakes. Biases result from our brain’s efforts to simplify 
the incredibly complex world in which we live. Some of the 
most common biases are the confirmation bias, halo effect, 
belief bias and availability bias.

Fallacies are errors in reasoning that are based on poor or 
faulty logic. Populist politicians and radicals often base their 
speeches and promises on fallacies such as ad hominem, 
false cause, slippery slope, strawman, cherry-picking, 
appeals to authority and emotion, and answering 
criticism with criticism.

Resources:
https://yourbias.is/
https://yourlogicalfallacyis.com/
https://www.logicallyfallacious.com/



Agree to the rules of 
civil conversation
In discussions, we don’t always have to agree, but it’s 
important that we treat each other with respect and 
act in good faith. Here are seven rules to keep the 
conversation civil and productive.

Try and reach a shared understanding 
rather than ‘win the argument’.

Resource:
https://therulesofcivilconversation.org/

Attempt to account for my own biases 
and try to be intellectually humble.

Clarify with others to make sure I genuinely 
understand their perspective.

Endeavour to avoid committing logical 
fallacies in support of my claims.

Try to be reasonable, rational, and 
create coherent arguments.

Refrain from personal attacks, sarcasm, 
and mean-spiritedness.

Use the ‘Principle of Charity’ to see the merits 
of others’ points of view in the best light.

Remain genuinely receptive to changing 
my mind if presented with compelling 
arguments or evidence.

https://ethics.org.au/ethics-explainer-the-principle-of-charity/


Watch out for fake news 
and disinformation
Media space is packed with unresearched, error-filled, 
and deliberately misleading reporting, personal opinions 
presented as facts on blogs and social networks, and other 
forms of dubious content. 
Here’s an advice on how to spot fake content.

Consider the source - Click away 
from the story to investigate the site, 
its mission and contact info. 

Resources:
https://www.factcheck.org/2016/11/how-to-spot-fake-news/
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/respond/think-before-you-share/
https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/fake-news.htm
Debunking Handbook

Read beyond - Headlines can be 
outrageous in effort to gain clicks. 
What’s the whole story?

Check the author - Do a quick search on 
the author. Are they credible? Are they real? 

Supporting sources - Click on 
those links. Determine if the info 
given supports the story. 

Check the date - Reposting old 
stories doesn’t mean they are 
relevant to current events. 

Is it a joke? - If it is too outlandish, 
it could be a satire. Research the site 
and author to be sure. 

Check your biases - Consider if your own 
beliefs could affect your judgement. 

Ask the experts - Consult a 
fact-checking website.

https://www.climatechangecommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/DebunkingHandbook2020.pdf


Prebunk misinformation
Instead of fighting misinformation after it’s already spread 
(debunking), some researchers have shifted their strategy: they’re 
trying to prevent it from going viral in the first place, an approach 
known as “prebunking.” Grounded in inoculation theory, the approach 
uses the analogy of biological immunisation. Just as weakened exposure 
to a pathogen triggers antibody production, inoculation theory posits that 
preemptively exposing people to a weakened persuasive argument builds 
people’s resistance against future manipulation. 
Cambridge Social Decision-Making Lab developed a series of free online 
games, in which players learn about various manipulation techniques. 

Research shows that games can be highly beneficial for achieving 
educational outcomes, and significantly enhance learning 
through engagement. 

The goal of the Bad News game is to expose the tactics and 
manipulation techniques that are used to mislead people and build up 
a following. Bad News works as a psychological “vaccine” against 
disinformation: playing it builds cognitive resistance against common 
forms of manipulation that you may encounter online. 

Bad News game, screenshot.



The Cranky Uncle game uses cartoons and critical thinking to fight 
misinformation. The game was developed by Monash University 
scientist John Cook, who also summarised the five most common 
methods of climate science deniers - the FLICC model. In English, 
the letters stand for Fake experts, Logical fallacies, Impossible 
expectations, Cherry-picking and Conspiracy theories.

Resources:
https://behavioralscientist.org/a-new-way-to-inoculate-people-against-misinformation/
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/learn/
https://www.getbadnews.com/en
https://www.goviralgame.com/en
https://crankyuncle.com/game/
FLICC Model

Watch out for conspiracy theories
In a conspiracy theory, it is claimed that powerful actors are seeking 
money or power at the expense of the unsuspecting public. It is also 
often claimed that the government, media, scientists, and academia 
are corrupt, untrustworthy, and engaged in active deception. All this 
is asserted without strong evidence. 

Knowledge of logical fallacies and mental biases, debunking and 
prebunking misinformation can help you recognise conspiracy 
theories and avoid their grip. However, it’s more difficult to talk 
to a person believing the theory. Here is some advice for 
discussion with a proponent of a conspiracy theory:

1. Show empathy

Approaches should be empathic and seek to build 
understanding with the other party. Because the goal 
is to develop the conspiracy theorist’s open-mindedness, 
communicators must lead by example.

https://www.klimafakten.de/meldung/f-l-i-c-c-most-common-disinformation-tricks-science-deniers


Resources:
Conspiracy Theory Handbook
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2. Affirm critical thinking

Conspiracy theorists perceive themselves as critical thinkers 
who are not fooled by an official account. This perception can 
be capitalised on by affirming the value of critical thinking but 
then redirect this approach towards a more critical analysis of 
the conspiracy theory.

3. Avoid ridicule

Aggressively deconstructing or ridiculing a 
conspiracy theory, or focusing on “winning” 
an argument, runs the risk of being 
automatically rejected.

4. Refer to trusted messengers

Counter-messages created by former members of an 
extremist community (“exiters”) are evaluated more positively 
and remembered longer than messages from other sources.

https://www.climatechangecommunication.org/conspiracy-theory-handbook/
http://www.udrugaprizma.hr/razor



